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Mimicry and Desire
— A Rationalisation of Pierre Loti’s Portrayal of Japan —
Peter Turberfi eld
Abstract
After the opening of Japan at the beginning of the Meiji period, 
Western travellers fl ocked to the country, largely displaying fasci-
nation with such a unique and long-protected culture. One writer, 
however, was a notorious exception to the norm, expressing 
sometimes almost shockingly contrary views. This article aims to 
modify this long-held perception of Pierre Loti’s depiction of Ja-
pan and the Japanese, using psychoanalytic literary critical theory.
Pierre Loti’s negative portrayal of Japan has been a source of 
controversy ever since Madame Chrysanthème was first published 
in 1887. To accuse him of racism, however, is patently absurd, given 
his passionate interest in other cultures. In order to understand what 
François Le Targat refers to as one of his ‘parti-pris absurdes’ (absurd 
prejudices), it is necessary to look further for a more rational explana-
tion. A partial understanding of his view can, I believe, be found in 
theories of mimicry and in the sublimation of (homo) sexual desire.
To begin with mimicry, in Male Subjectivity at the Margins Kaja 
Silverman describes T. E. Lawrence’s (Lawrence of Arabia) mimicry 
of Arabs, as described in Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1923), of dressing 
and living as they do, as a means of creating a pan-Arab nationalism, 
as a ‘double mimesis’ (Silverman: 310). The model Lawrence proposes 
is to ‘imitate [the Arabs] so well that they spuriously imitate him back 
again’, his example and leadership making them take pride once more 
in their identity. ‘For Edward Said’, Silverman suggests, Lawrence 
becomes ‘one of those benighted Westerners who, not content merely 
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to construct “the Orient”, seeks to provide its best representative’ 
(299)
??
.  Silverman notes that Lawrence’s approach of imitation, 
although colonialist in its political intentions, ‘both inverts and doubles 
the classic colonial paradigm’ (312). The idea that this inversion refers 
to is Fanon’s concept that ‘one of the primary ways in which colonial-
ism works is through instilling in the colonized subject the desire to 
imitate his colonizer’ (428, note 66). To quote directly from Fanon: ‘Le 
colonisé se sera d’autant plus échappé de sa brousse qu’il aurait fait 
siennes les valeurs culturelles de la métropole. Il sera d’autant plus 
blanc qu’il aura rejeté sa noirceur, sa brousse’ (The colonized subject 
will have escaped all the more from the bush if he makes the values of 
the metropolis his own. He will be all the more white if he has rejected 
his blackness, his bush)(Fanon: 14)
??
.  Lawrence has the Arabs imitate 
him, while he is imitating his idealized image of them.
Silverman also notes the complication of this imitation in Homi 
Bhabha’s theory of mimicry. Lawrence’s inversion of the ‘colonial 
paradigm’ is in effect a good illustration of Bhabha’s definition of 
colonial mimicry ‘as a subject of difference that is almost the same, 
but not quite’ (Bhabha: 86). Bhabha writes that through mimicry the 
colonial subject ‘becomes transformed into an uncertainty’ and is fi xed 
‘as a ‘partial’ presence’, by which he means ‘both “incomplete” and 
“virtual”’. What is created through imitation is merely superfi cial and 
in consequence is thoroughly artifi cial.
The process of ‘double-mimesis’ is one which carries parallels in 
the life/work of Pierre Loti, as he sought to preserve an image of an 
idealised “Orient”, often disguising himself in the costumes of the 
countries he visited in an attempt to blend in with the local culture. 
His books invariably reproduce an image of this idealised “Orient”, 
in a vain attempt to reverse the ubiquitous advance of Westernisation. 
Although his political convictions have been questioned and shown 
to be at the very least highly contradictory, aesthetically speaking Loti 
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never wavers from an anti-Westernisation stance. The preservation 
of local tradition and an acute interest in local costume, are evident 
throughout his work. His reaction to the revolutionary process of 
change taking place in the Meiji Japan he describes in Madame Chry-
santhème serves as a prime example. Loti’s concept of ‘Eski’, a Turkish 
word expressing a love of traditions, is equally relevant to his aesthetic 
assessment of Japan, where the modernisation he witnesses contrasts 
with his romantic idea of Japan as it “should” be: ‘Eski, mot prononcé 
avec vénération, qui veut dire antique et qui s’applique en Turquie 
aussi bien à de vieilles coutumes qu’à de vieilles formes de vêtements 
ou à de vieilles étoffes. Les Turcs ont l’amour du passé, l’amour de 
l’immobilité et de la stagnation’(Eski, a word pronounced with venera-
tion, which means antique and which applies in Turkey to old customs 
just as much as to old clothing styles and old materials. Turks have a 
love for the past, a love of immobility and stagnation) (Romans: 56). 
This is directly expressed in a description of the attire of the offi cials 
who stand witness to Loti’s “marriage” registration:
??
  ‘la chose a été 
signée [...] en présence d’une réunion de petits êtres ridicules qui 
étaient jadis des samouraï en robe de soie, - et qui sont des policemen 
aujourd’hui, portant veston étriqué et casquette à la russe’(the thing 
was signed [...] in the presence of a gathering of ridiculous little beings 
who were once samurai in silk robes, - and are now policemen, wearing 
tight jackets and Russian-style caps)(Romans: 670). Given Loti’s 
romanticised idea of the mysteries of the ancient Orient, the Japan he 
sees, caught in a period of transition, cannot fail to disappoint. Alain 
Quella-Villéger comments on this in his preface to the novel: ‘Il était 
clair alors pour Loti que ce Japon-là, après « sa momifi cation de tant 
de siècles », allait « bientôt fi nir dans le grotesque et la bouffonnerie 
pitoyable, au contact des nouveautés d’Occident »’(It was clear then 
for Loti, that this Japan, after “its centuries-long mumification”, was 
going “ to soon finish up in the grotesque and a pitiful buffoonery, 
from its contact with Western modernity”)(Madame Chtysanthème: 7). 
Loti’s notorious belittling of Japan and the Japanese is seen to have 
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at least part of its root in an aesthetic sense of what is appropriate, 
their mimicry of Western customs that he notes clearly displaying 
the unease described by Bhabha that results from ‘the repetition of 
partial presence, (which is the basis of mimicry)’, that ‘articulates those 
disturbances of cultural, racial and historical difference that menace the 
narcissistic demand of colonial authority’ (Bhabha: 88).
This unease at the Japanese mimicry of the West is interestingly also 
present in a contemporaneous account by Rudyard Kipling. Kipling 
bases his assessment of the Chinese and Japanese on his own Indian 
experience, differentiating ‘natives’ from the European ‘Sahib-log’, and 
experiencing confusion when faced with a Meiji Westernisation which 
defi es his fi xed model: ‘The Chinaman’s a native [...]. That’s the look 
on a native’s face, but the Jap isn’t a native, and he isn’t a sahib either. 
What is it?’(Kipling: 16). His conclusion conforms with the ‘ambivalence 
of mimicry (almost the same, but not quite)’ (Bhabha: 86), as he 
expresses a certain admiration but then confi rms them as natives after 
all: ‘Well, I’m very fond of the Jap; but I suppose he is a native any 
way you look at him’ (Kipling: 75). This places their mimicry fi rmly in 
the ‘area between mimicry and mockery’(Bhabha: 86) that Bhabha 
describes. 
The mimicry of the Japanese similarly provokes a mixed reaction in 
Loti. In his description of ‘Un bal à Yeddo’(‘An Edo Ball’) in Japoner-
ies d’automne (Autumn Japoneseries)(1889), he is forced to admit a 
certain admiration for the skill displayed by the people in imitating the 
dress and dancing of a European ball: 
Quand je songe même que ces costumes, ces manières, ce 
cérémonial, ces danses, étaient des choses apprises, apprises très 
vite, apprises par ordre impérial et peut-être à contre-cœur, je me 
dis que ces gens sont de bien merveilleux imitateurs et une telle 
soirée me semble un des plus intéressants tours de force de ce 
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peuple, unique pour les jongleries. 
(When I realise that these costumes, these customs, this ceremony, 
these dances, had been learned, learned very quickly, learned by 
imperial decree and perhaps unwillingly, I say to myself that these 
people are indeed marvellous mimics and such an evening seems 
to me to be one of the most interesting ‘tours de force’ of this 
people, unique for trickery.)(Japoneries: 106)
His condescension at their imitation is expressed in the word 
‘jongleries’(trickery), mirroring his description of his own adoption 
of Turkish dress in Aziyadé as just play-acting: ‘je porte fez et cafetan, 
-et je joue à l’effendi comme les enfants jouent aux soldats’(I wear 
a fez and a caftan, and I play the Turkish gentleman as children play 
at soldiers) (Romans: 32). Imitation causes discomfort in the implied 
recognition of his own mimicry, as well as in its blurring of the borders 
of Self/Otherness, and must be attacked in a way that emphasises 
difference, that makes sure it is recognised as merely mimicry, and a 
very poor form of mimicry at that: ‘Elles dansent assez correctement, 
mes Nipponnes en robe parisienne. Mais on sent que c’est une chose 
apprise ; qu’elles font cela comme des automates, sans la moindre ini-
tiative personnelle’(They dance quite well, my Nipponese in Parisian 
dresses. But one feels that it is all learnt ; that they do it all like robots, 
without the least personal initiative) (Japoneries d’automne: 94). For 
Loti, as for Kipling, the mimicry disturbs the image of Self and its 
relation to the Other and must be clearly shown to be ‘almost the same, 
but not quite’. As Bhabha argues, ‘to be Anglicized is emphatically not 
to be English’ (Bhabha: 87) and so, try as they might, the Japanese are 
not to be recognised as the equals of Europeans.
Mimicry thus both disturbs preconceptions and threatens the 
hierarchical relationship these preconceptions imply. The vehemence 
of Loti’s attacks bears witness to just how unsettling the imitation is. In 
Japoneries d’automne Loti describes the open scorn he displays on see-
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ing an old man dressed in Western-style clothes: ‘un sourire très visible 
s’accentue peu à peu sur ma fi gure’(a very visible smile little by little 
covers my face) (252). He puts his own thoughts into the old man’s 
head as he imagines what the man must feel: ‘« Tu te moques de nous? 
Eh bien ! ce n’est pas généreux de ta part, je t’assure, puisqu’on nous 
a donné l’ordre d’être ainsi... Je le sais bien assez, va, que je suis laid, 
que je suis ridicule, que j’ai l’air d’un singe »’(“You mock us? Well! 
You are not generous, I assure you, since we were ordered to be like 
this… I know very well that I am ugly, that I am ridiculous, and that I 
look like a monkey”). He sees this “inappropriate” transformation as 
a denial of the “appropriate” traditional image he wishes to see, and 
portrays it as destructive. Meiji modernisation required this copying of 
European styles, but it does not fi t in with Loti’s image of Japan as it 
“should” be, and worse still acts as a mirror image of his own cultural 
transvestism. To invalidate this insidious comparison Loti must render 
the man ridiculous. If the man were granted a voice with which to 
justify himself, an equivalence would be implied with Loti’s mimicry, 
which would then itself become a potential target of ridicule. In this 
scene Loti is ostensibly positioning himself as the observer, pouring 
scorn on a failed performance, but by putting his reaction into the 
man’s head, he is in effect reversing their roles. Through manipulation 
of his reaction the man becomes a spectator, observing Loti’s mocking 
smile. In this way Loti reduces him to the function of a mirror of his 
thoughts, and thus protects the dignity of his own performances.
Loti still, however, manages to catch a glimpse of the Japan he wants 
to see: ‘Quoi qu’on en ait dit, il existe bien toujours, ce Japon lointain, 
malgré le vent de folie qui le pousse à se détruire’(Whatever has 
been said, there still exists this remote Japan, inspite of the wind of 
folly that is pushing it to destroy itself)(La Troisième Jeunesse de 
Madame Prune: 13). In ‘Un bal à Yeddo’ he describes this still extant 
Otherness in the contrast of the refusal to adopt Western clothing of 
‘l’ambassade du Céleste-Empire’(the delegation from the Celestial 
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Empire) (Japoneries: 89). The Chinese display ‘une grâce très noble. Et 
puis ils font preuve de bon goût, ceux-ci, et de dignité, en conservant 
leur costume national’(a very noble grace. And then they show proof 
of good taste, and of dignity, in keeping their national dress). Ironically 
they are described as being ugly, like the Japanese, but are granted the 
self-respect that comes of dressing ‘appropriately’, and hence knowing 
their place: ‘laides, mais souverainement distinguées, et ayant un 
charme malgré tout. L’air assez méprisant pour cette fête qui tourbil-
lonne autour d’elles’(ugly, but supremely distinguished, and having a 
charm inspite of everything. Their almost scornful attitude to this party 
which swirls around them) (92).
Loti’s image of Japan as it “should” be finds its expression in 
Madame Chrysanthème, in the descriptions of ‘Djin 415’, a rickshaw 
runner who embodies his preconceived concept of traditional style. 
Suetoshi Funaoka comments on the importance of the role the 
runner plays, Loti’s admiration revealing his “real” feelings towards 
an otherwise belittled Japan: ‘C’était bien le Japonais traditionnel 
enraciné dans son pays natal, loin de la civilisation matérielle que 
notre écrivain détestait autant’(He was quite the traditional Japanese 
rooted in his native land, far from material civilisation that our writer 
detested so much) (Funaoka: 46-7). Funaoka uses this friendship as a 
defence: ‘L’amitié de Loti envers ce pauvre travailleur honnête, tout 
comme son amour pour les enfants, brillent, quoique faiblement, au 
milieu de toutes les critiques parfois injustes qu’il adresse au Japon et 
aux Japonais’(The friendship of Loti towards this honest poor worker, 
just as with his love of the children, shines, albeit weakly, in the middle 
of all these sometimes unjust criticisms that he directs at Japan and 
the Japanese) (Funaoka: 47). A look at the descriptions of ‘Djin 415’, 
however, reveals the possibility of a more complex interpretation. He 
represents the Japan Loti wants to see and is importantly an insepa-
rable part of Loti’s view of the Nagasaki he is travelling through: ‘Quand 
j’écarte mes toiles cirées pour regarder quelque chose, c’est toujours 
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lui, cela va sans dire, que j’aperçois au premier plan ; ses deux jambes 
nus, fauves, musclées, détalant l’une devant l’autre, éclaboussant tout, 
et son dos de hérisson, courbé sous la pluie’(When I part my waxed 
curtains to look at something, it is always him, which goes without say-
ing, whom I see in the foreground; his two naked legs, savage, muscled, 
striding in front of each other, spalshing through everything, and his 
hedgehog-like back, hunched against the rain) (Romans: 658). Japan 
is seen through the naked legs of the runner, repeated descriptions 
throughout the novel of ‘ses belles jambes nues’(his beautiful naked 
legs) (695) representing the homoeroticism underlying much of Loti’s 
writing. The runner is of course from a lower class, which for Loti, as 
seen in Aziyadé (1879) with regard to his friend/servant Samuel for 
example, is erotically signifi cant: ‘Sans doute, dans ce pays comme dans 
bien d’autres, il y a plus de dévouement et moins de laideur chez les 
êtres simples, adonnés à des métiers physiques’(Without doubt, in this 
country as in many others, there is more devotion and less ugliness in 
these simple people, involved in physical labour) (751).
In making a comparison, albeit negative a one, with his stay in 
Turkey, Loti also unavoidably increases speculation, suspicion being 
aroused of participation in ‘saturnales’(saturnalia) similar to those 
described in Aziyadé: ‘Il semble vraiment que tout ce que je fais ici 
soit l’amère dérision de ce que j’avais fait là-bas...’(It really seems that 
everything I do here is a bitter mockery of what I did there) (Romans: 
740). The eroticism of the scene in the rickshaw in which Loti admires 
the naked legs of the runner, and through them, both literally and 
symbolically, Japan, is enhanced by the mission Loti is on, and the at-
mosphere of erotic mystery he invests in it: ‘Les gens qui voient passer 
ce petit char, si arrosé, se doutent-ils qu’il renferme un prétendant en 
quête d’une épouse ?’(The people who see this cart pass by, so soaked, 
do they realise it contains a man in search of a wife?) (658). Nocturnal 
escapades with Samuel on the way to meet Aziyadé in Istanbul 
inevitably come to mind, especially given the hint of disorientation 
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and surrender of control: ‘il me serait impossible de dire où je suis, 
dans quelle direction nous avons couru ; je m’abandonne à mon djin et 
au hasard’(it would be impossible for me to say where I am, in which 
direction we have come; I abandon myself to my man and to chance). 
The runner, whose face was until now provocatively concealed, is 
inevitably handsome: ‘Je n’avais pas encore vu son visage ; il est assez 
joli, par exception ; c’est un jeune homme d’une trentaine d’années, à 
l’air vif et vigoureux, au regard ouvert’(I hadn’t yet seen his face; it was 
surprisingly quite handsome; he is a young man of about thirty, looking 
strong and vigorous, with an open countenance).This then is the image 
of the Oriental ideal in its Japanese manifestation, closely paralleling 
the ideal embodied by Samuel in its Turkish one: ‘Il [Samuel] avait 
d’ailleurs une très belle tête, une grande douceur dans les yeux qui 
resplendissaient d’honnêteté et d’intelligence. Il était tout dépenaillé, 
pieds nus, jambes nues, la chemise en lambeaux, mais propre comme 
une chatte’(Samuel actually had a very handsome face, a great softness 
in the eyes which shone with honesty and intelligence. He was all 
ragged, bare feet, bare legs, his shirt in tatters, but clean as a cat) (37). 
Loti’s Oriental ideal displays an interesting similarity to Lawrence’s 
ideal of Arab men, the promotion of the image of the Orient as it 
“should” be, being ‘predicated [...] upon a precariously maintained 
libidinal “deflection”’ (Silverman: 315), that is a sublimation, of his 
homosexuality. 
Loti’s friend Yves is, of course, as Damien Zanone has persuasively 
argued, the real romantic interest in Madame Chrysanthème (1887)
??
.  
The scene in which mosquitoes drive Yves from his room to sleep with 
Loti and Chrysanthème serves as a good example of Yves fulfi lling his 
role as Loti’s narcissistic object of desire, and equally illustrates the ‘re-
versibility’ Freud refers to in ‘Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His 
Childhood’, in which a bisexual subject such as Loti does feel attracted 
to women, but ‘hastens to transfer the excitation he has received 
from women onto a male object’(Freud: 100). Yves is roused from his 
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disturbed sleep and ‘se lève comme un grand enfant mal éveillé’(gets 
up like a big sleepy child) (Romans: 708), his incongruously childlike 
appearance, a requisite in all of Loti’s lovers, being the focus of Loti’s 
affectionate description. Loti uses the opportunity to test his jealous 
suspicions: ‘j’ai placé le petit chevalet à nuque de Chrysanthème au 
centre de la petite tente de gaze, entre nos deux oreillers à nous, pour 
observer, pour voir’(I placed Chrysantème’s little wooden pillow in 
the centre of the little gauze tent, between our own two pillows, to 
watch, to see). The sexual jealousy here is deliberately created in the 
intentional placing of the pillow, but as Zanone comments with regard 
to another similar example of jealousy ‘cette jalousie se fixe sur la 
personne d’Yves seulement et [...] la fi délité de Chrysanthème importe 
fort peu au héros’(this jealousy is fixed on the person of Yves alone 
and [...] Chrysanthème’s faithfulness matters very little to the hero) 
(Colloque: 107). He quotes Loti’s open admission of this: ‘De cette 
Japonaise, je me soucie comme de rien. Mais Yves... ce serait mal de sa 
part, et cela porterait une atteinte grave à ma confi ance en lui...’(For 
this Japanese woman, I don’t care at all. But Yves… it would be very 
bad of him, and would seriously hurt my trust in him) (Romans: 697). 
Zanone is clearly demonstrating that ‘[dans] la jalousie qui occupe le 
héros, l’objet de rivalité n’est pas Chrysanthème, prise entre Yves et 
Loti ; c’est Yves, que Chrysanthème, nouvelle venue, dispute à la vieille 
affection de Loti’(in the jealousy which preoccupies the hero, the ob-
ject of the rivalry is not Chrysanthème , caught between Loti and Yves; 
it is Yves, for whom Chrysanthème, the newcomer, is challenging Loti’s 
old affection)(107). Loti’s “marriage” to Chrysanthème is obviously 
entered into at least in part for the usual reasons of a lonely sailor on 
shore leave. However, given his dismissal of her importance, and the 
contempt with which he describes her, saying for example in the scene 
Zanone describes ‘je lui trouve un air peuple dans le plus mauvais 
sens du mot’ (I fi nd she is of the people, in the very worst sense of the 
word) (697), the “marriage” should not be seen as simply a means of 
satisfying the natural urges of a sailor in port, but instead be read in 
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terms of the effect it has in triangulating Loti’s desire for Yves. The bi-
sexuality of the situation is of central importance here as, although the 
homosexual attraction to Yves is emphasised, the heterosexuality that 
“marriage” to Chrysanthème introduces plays an essential role in the 
sexual dynamics of the situation. What we are seeing here is a novel 
not about Japan, but about Loti’s hidden desires, and in particular his 
romantic attraction to Yves.
Loti’s one-sided view of Japan has of course not gone unchallenged. 
Félix Régamey attacks Loti’s portrayal of Japan and the Japanese in 
Le Cahier rose de Madame Chrysanthème (Madame Chrysanthème’s 
Pink Notebook) (1894) by giving a voice to Chrysanthème. In this 
version of the story she is able to justify her actions and is free to 
describe Loti’s self-absorbed and callous behaviour. In her dedication 
to the book she sums up her feelings for him by describing the only 
memento she has of their relationship: ‘J’ai sous mon oreiller [...] une 
photographie, c’est un instantané pris à la dérobée [...]. Un homme, 
devant un miroir, vu de dos, absorbé dans sa propre contemplation’(I 
have under my pillow a photograph, a snapshot taken secretly. A man 
in front of a mirror, seen from the back, absorbed in contemplation of 
himself) (Régamey: 27-8). As was quite clear to Régamey, and indeed 
as Loti stated in his preface, the book was not intended to be about 
Chrysanthème, but rather about himself: ‘Bien que le rôle le plus long 
soit en apparence à Madame Chrysanthème, il est bien certain que les 
trois principaux personnages sont Moi, le Japon et l’Effet que ce pays 
m’a produit’(Although the longest role is apparently that of Madame 
Chrysanthème, there is no doubt that the three principle characters are 
Me, Japan, and the Effect that the country had on me) (Romans: 650). 
By empowering Chrysanthème, Régamey provides a totally different 
story that no longer refl ects the originally intended subject. 
I would like to make one last provocative aside in my modifi cation 
of our understanding of Loti’s portrayal of Japan and Chrysanthème. 
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In Traveller’s Visions: French Encounters with Japan,1881-2004, Akane 
Kawakami discusses the scene in which Loti watches the sleeping 
Chrysanthème. His reluctance to wake her has often been cited as 
central to his dislike of her and all things Japanese, focusing on the 
French word “ennuie”:
Quel dommage que cette petite Chrysanthème ne puisse pas tou-
jours dormir ; elle est très décorative, présentée de cette manière, 
– et puis, au moins, elle ne m’ennuie pas. – Peut-être, qui sait ? si 
j’avais le moyen de mieux comprendre ce qui se passe dans sa tête 
et dans son cœur... 
(What a shame that this little Chrysanthème cannot always be 
asleep: she is very decorative when presented in this way, – and 
then, at least she would not bore me. –perhaps, who knows? If I 
had the means to better understand what goes on in her head and 
in her heart…) (Romans: 685)
Kawakami, however, proposes a quite different interpretation to 
this scene. If the word ‘ennuie’ is taken to mean ‘worry’ instead of 
‘bore’, we have a Loti not totally uninterested in Japan as has been 
so often suggested, but one instead deeply troubled by his inability to 
understand its mysteries.
Notes
1 ) This refers to Said’s Orientalism, 242-243.
2 ) All translation from French is mine.
3 ) To avoid confusion in the use of names, ‘Loti’ will henceforth be used to 
indicate the position of implied author and public persona, and ‘Loti’ to 
designate his protagonist/narrator.
4 ) Daniel Zanone, ‘Bretagne et Japon aux antipodes, les deux moments d’un 
même roman d’amour pour Yves: lecture de Mon frère Yves et Madame 
Chrysanthème in Loti en son temps: Colloque de Paimpol, 22, 23, 24, et 25 
juillet 1993 (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 1994), 97-110.
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